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Synopsis

Interesting anecdotes and engaging tales make science fun, meaningful, and accessible.
Separating sense from nonsense and fact from myth, these essays cover everything from the ups of
helium to the downs of drain cleaners and provide answers to numerous mysteries, such as why
bug juice is used to colour ice cream and how spies used secret inks. Mercury in teeth, arsenic in
water, lead in the environment, and aspartame in food are discussed. Mythbusters include the fact
that Edison did not invent the light bulb and that walking on hot coals does not require paranormal
powers. The secret life of bagels is revealed, and airbags, beer, and soap yield their mysteries.
These and many more surprising, educational, and entertaining commentaries show the relevance

of science to everyday life.
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Customer Reviews

Dr. Joe Schwarcz is the director of McGill University’s Office for Chemistry and Society. He is the
author of The Genie in the Bottle; Radar, Hula Hoops and Playful Pigs; and The Healing Power of
Vitamins, Minerals, and Herbs. "Dr. Joe" also has a weekly radio program and a weekly column in
the Montreal Gazette called "The Right Chemistry." He is the winner of the American Chemical

Society’s Stack-Grady Award for interpreting science to the public. He lives in Montreal, Quebec.

| look forward to my Friday mornings. Thatad ™s when | spend an hour and a half conversing with
the public on CJAD Radio in Montreal. The idea behind the show is for me to provide reliable

scientific information, answer questions about current concerns, and attempt to clear up some of the



mysteries that permeate daily life. But the show is an education for me, as well. For over twenty
years, it has allowed me to monitor the pulse of the population and gain a glimpse into its psyche. |
have been pleased by callers who have made unusual scientific observations, elated by those with
intriguing questions, and frustrated by the occasional demonstration of scientific illiteracy. | have
also come to realize that people are burdened with numerous fears, both rational and irrational. And
| have learned not to be surprised. Shocked, maybe a ” but never surprised.&4 ceHow do you wash
microwaves out of socks?a ¢ one caller queried. | didna ™t quite know what to make of this. Quickly,
though, we established that he was not worried about having trodden on some stray microwaves,
but he had heard about a device being marketed to reduce the risks of cell phone use. First of all,
we need to understand that there is very little scientific evidence to suggest that cell phones are
dangerous, other than to those who use them while driving. But that has not stopped the inventive
marketers. Theya ™ve come up with a socklike device that one places over the phone to absorb the
a ceharmful microwaves.a * The instructions that come along with this gem apparently instruct the
user to launder the sock regularly to & cewash out the radiation.a « Total nonsense.Microwaves are
a form of energy, and they can indeed be absorbed by materials. After all, thatd ™s how microwave
ovens work. Moisture absorbs the waves, energizing the water molecules. They move around more
rapidly, and it is this motion that we sense as heat. But microwaves cannot be stored in a substance
for later release. It seems, though, that this contention is not restricted to scam artists who want to
protect us from cell phones. A listener once called to ask how long one should allow microwaved
food to stand after cooking to & ceallow the microwaves to escape.a « Obviously, this person had
been reading her microwave cookbook, which would have advised her to allow microwaved food to
stand briefly before serving it. This is common practice, necessary to complete the cooking process.
Contrary to what many think, microwaves do not penetrate food deeply. The exterior of the food in
question is easily heated, but the inside cooks through heat transfer by conduction. Thatd ™s why
the food must stand for a few minutes. It has nothing to do with allowing vagrant microwaves to
escape.Microwaves are not the only form of radiation causing undue concern. A terribly agitated
caller was worried because after being xa “rayed she was asked to take the films to her physician
herself. She had heard all about exposure to xa “rays being dangerous and thought that by carrying
the films she was & ceexposinga « herself. Since the infamous date of 9/11, a number of people
have asked about wearing clothes that have gone through xa “ray scanners at airports. They are
concerned that these items may become radioactive and pose a risk to their health. Excessive
exposure to xa “rays can certainly be risky, but xa “rayed items do not store and reemit radiation.

Unfortunately, just a mention of the word radiation is often enough to alarm people.A gentleman



wanted to know what the safest way was to dispose of a broken compacta “disc player. | didna ™t
realize what he was getting at until he asked whether a laser was a form of radiation, which of
course it is. Radiation is nothing more than the propagation of energy through space. Turn on a light
and you are exposed to radiation. The caller knew that CD players use a laser, and since lasers
produce radiation, there had to be some risk. The laser beam in a CD player is just a special type of
light beam that poses no danger at all, and it is only emitted when the device is on. So old CD
players can be safely discarded. But old laminated pictures may be a different story.l had to address
this issue when a caller asked if it was safe to burn a laminated picture in her fireplace. It turned out
that she had been recently divorced and wanted no reminders of her former spouse. Burning his
picture seemed appropriate, but she had heard that laminated photos were mounted on
particleboard glued together with ureaa “formaldehyde resin. She was worried that the heat would
release formaldehyde, which she had heard was toxic. Indeed, formaldehyde is a problematic
substance, but the amount released in this particular combustion process would be too little to
cause concern. Still, | suggested that if she was still worried, she could hang on to the picture until
the next hazardous waste collection took place in her municipality. She liked that idea & ” she told
me that & cehazardous wastea * was an excellent description of her former mate.Then there was the
listener who wanted to know if lighting a match was a good way to get rid of the smell of natural gas
in a house. That question prompted me to launch into a lecture on a common misunderstanding
about gas. Natural gas, | said, is just methane, and methane has no smell. Thatd ™s why odiferous
compounds are added to make sure that gas leaks are readily detected. | explained that soot from a
burning match could absorb small amounts of smelly compounds, but, | added somewhat smugly, it
was not a good idea to go around striking matches in a house that could be filled with methane. It
was then that the caller sheepishly informed me he knew all that, but the & cenatural gasa « he was
talking about was more likely to be found in the bathroom than in the kitchen. It was I, not he, who

had jumped to the wrong conclusion. Like | said, my Friday mornings are interesting.

Dr. Schwarcz writes books that are factual and interesting to read. He clearly describes scientific
facts in a very readable way that lets the every-day reader learn about the so-called mysteries of
science. This book follows in a similar fashion as he "separates sense from nonsense and fact from

myth."

My son uses this book with his high school chemistry students to teach them the science behind

every day occurrences. Radar, Hula Hoops and Playful Pigs by the same author has even more



examples. Could be nice as well for budding scientists and home school parents.

Some very insightful information. | learned a lot and put the knowledge to use.

A friend of mine loaned me her copy of this book, and | was hooked...line and sinker! Dr. Joe has a
wonderful writing "voice", and this gifted teacher makes it clear how chemistry is applicable--and

understandable--in our everyday lives.

Maybe it's because | had just finished reading Bad Science by Ben Goldacre (highly
recommended), but | just couldn’t get into this one as much as | thought | would. It was entertaining
and fun but the first half is littered with grand claims based on little bits of research... with no
references in sight. If you want a book about the chemistry of food that actually tries to explain the
chemistry, try What Einstein Told His Cook by Robert L. Wolke. It's down to earth and chock full of

easy to understand explanations on the actual chemistry of food.

Director of the McGill University Office for Science and Society, phone in radio show host, and
author, Professor Schwarcz examines scientific myths and wonders of everyday life. He elaborates
on issues raised during his radio show with each section ranging from one to eight pages. A little
over half of the book focuses on health issues such as scientific charlatans, various diets, artificial
sweeteners, the mysteries of ice cream, various toxins and the need for vitamins. He follows this
with a series of interesting scientific anecdotes on issues such as removing stains, matches, Teflon
pots and pans, the electric light bulb, and soap. He follows a short section on the history of science

with a discussion of scientific frauds and fakes. The book is interesting, fun and well written.

| picked up this book on whim, having never heard Dr. Schwarcz’s radio program or seen him on
television. | spent thenext few days completely engrossed in his lively tales on the chemistry
involved in our daily lives.Discussed here is the science behind ice cream, aspartame, wheat,
bagels, paprika, beer and yes, cookies. Schwarcz also chimes in on the controversies over dental
fillings, botulin, lead paints, DNA manipulation and genetic engineering. He shares fascinating
stories about some of history’s greatest scientists (of particular interest is the inventor of Nylon, who
ended up committing suicide, and the man behind chemical warfare, who also saved millions of
lives with his fertilizer experiments). There is also a section devoted to debunking health scams and

diffusing unnecessary paranoia.While | didn’'t agree with all of Schwarcz’s opinions (I think he may



be a little naive in regards to the dangers of genetic modification), the breadth of his scientific
knowledge is impressive and his enthusiasm for science infectious. "The Way the Cookie Crumbles"
is an entertaining and informative read for both the scientifically minded and those just interested in
learning how to get ink stains out of their clothes (try using limonene or amyl acetate).GRADE:
A-/B+

An interesting exploration of the way things are and how they fit into place.
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